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How to counter organisational inertia to enable knowledge management practices adoption 
in public sector organisations
Abstract
Purpose: Knowledge management (KM) is associated with higher performance and innovative 
culture; KM can help public sector to be fiscally lean and meet diverse stakeholders’ needs. 
However, hierarchical structures, bureaucratic culture and rigid processes inhibit KM adoption and 
generate inertia. This study explores the nature and causes of this inertia within the context of UAE 
public sector. 
Methodology/approach: Using an in-depth case study of a UAE public sector organisation, this 
study explores how organisational inertia can be countered to enable knowledge management 
adoption. Semi-structured interviews are conducted with 17 top- and middle-level managers from 
operational, management and strategic levels. Interview data is triangulated with content analysis 
from multiple sources, including the UAE government and case organisation documents. 
Findings: The results show transformation leadership, external factors, and organisational culture 
mediate the negative effect of inertia on KM practices adoption. We find that information 
technology plays a key role in enabling knowledge creation, access, adoption and sharing. 
Furthermore, we uncover a virtuous cycle between organisational culture and KM practices 
adoption in public sector. In addition, we develop a new model (relationship between KM 
practices, organisational inertia, organisational culture, transformational leadership traits and 
external factors), and four propositions for empirical testing by future researchers. We also present 
a cross-case comparison of our results with six private/quasi-private sector cases who have 
implemented KM practices.
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Originality/value: Inertia in public section is a result of bureaucracy and authority bounded by 
the rules and regulations. Adopting a qualitative methodology and case study method, the 
research explores the phenomena of how inertia impacts KM adoption in public sector 
environments. Our findings reveal the underlying mechanisms of how internal and external 
organisational factors impact inertia. Internally, supportive organisational culture and 
transformational leadership traits positively effect KM adoption, which in turn has a positive 
effect on organisational culture to counter organisational inertia. Externally, a progressive 
national culture, strategy, and policy can support a knowledge-based organisation that embraces 
change. This study develops a new model (interactions between internal and external factors 
impacting KM practices in public sector), four propositions and a new two-stage process model 
for KM adoption in public sector. We present a case-comparison of how the constructs interact in 
a public sector as compared to six private/quasi-private sector cases from literature.
Keywords: knowledge management practices; organisational inertia; organisational 
culture; public sector; transformation leadership.
1. Introduction 
Organisational research in knowledge management (KM) has generally focussed on its drivers 
and impacts on organisational performance (Giampaoli, Ciambotti, and Bontis 2017; Yang, 
Watkins, and Marsick 2004). KM practices have been shown to drive efficiency, sustainability, 
and innovation within governmental agencies (Osborne et al. 2015; Nonaka et al. 2014; Nonaka, 
Von Krogh, and Voelpel 2006). With an increasing interest in seeking new approaches to 
weather rapidly changing external environments and fiscal austerity, public sector is 
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implementing KM practices to enhance service delivery and performance (Moffett and Walker 
2015; Richards and Duxbury, 2015; Al Ahbabi et al. 2019). 
KM practices represent a radical change in the structure and culture of the organisations 
(Ashok, Narula, and Martinez-Noya 2016). Literature highlights several barriers to change in the 
public sector such as bureaucratic culture, political processes, rigidity, and employee resistance 
(Taylor and Wright 2004; Tremml 2020; Wankhade, Heath, and Radcliffe 2018). However, 
empirical research on the KM practices implementation is limited (Valmohammadi and Ahmadi 
2015). Zahedi, Shahin, and Ali Babar (2016) systematic literature review of knowledge sharing 
practices reveals a greater propensity of researchers to report work practices than implementation 
challenges. A lack of an accurate understanding and challenges of KM practices adoption in 
relation to organisational inertia, especially in the public sector context (Frost 2014; Cong, 
Pandya, and Duan 2004), has resulted in failed implementations with limited benefits realisation 
(Al-Khouri 2014; Kim et al. 2014; Greco, Grimaldi, and Hanandi 2013). 
In response to this research gap, this study explores the phenomenon of KM practices and 
investigates the impact of organisational inertia on its adoption within a public sector 
organisation in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The key objective is to ascertain whether and 
how organisational culture and senior executives’ leadership traits reduce the negative impact of 
organisational inertia on KM practices adoption in the public sector context. The study 
contributes to the literature on how public sector organisations can serve their customers more 
effectively by focusing on knowledge culture. 
The study is contextualised within the UAE that launched ‘Vision 2021’ in 2010 to 
achieve a higher non-oil real GDP growth, increase innovation, and enhance research and 
development (UAE 2020). As a result, UAE public sector has witnessed a growing interest in 
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developing knowledge-based organisations (Al-Khouri 2014; Al-Ammary 2008). Public sector 
environment is unique and context-specific where stakeholders and accountabilities differ 
significantly from private sector (Arora 2011; Tremml 2020). Thus, KM practices from the 
private sector may not be easily replicated in the public sector without taking into consideration 
the cultural and organisational structure aspects (UNPAN 2007). 
In response to the research gaps, this study explores two research questions: 
How does organisational inertia impact KM practices adoption in public sector? 
How does organisational culture and senior executives’ leadership traits impact the 
relationship between KM practices adoption and organisational inertia in public sector?
This study uses an exploratory qualitative research approach to collect data from a public 
sector Educational Administration body in Abu Dhabi. Using an in-depth single case research 
design and multiple sources of data for triangulation (Bryman and Bell 2007) similar to the 
approaches used by Soo, Chen, and Edwards (2018); Ann Hazlett, McAdam, and Beggs (2008), a 
conceptual model is developed exploring the relationship between KM practices adoption, 
organisational inertia, organisational culture, and senior executives’ leadership traits and validated 
with cross-case comparisons of public and quasi-public sector organisations. The results show 
transformation leadership, external factors, and organisational culture mediate the negative effect 
of inertia on KM practices adoption. Furthermore, we uncover a virtuous cycle between 
organisational culture and KM practices adoption in public sector. Four propositions are developed 
for empirical testing and a Process Model for KM Practices Adoption in the Public Sector is 
proposed for practitioner applications. 
The rest of the paper covers the literature review and the theoretical model. This is followed 
by the research methodology used in the study, the findings, and the conceptual model. Further, 
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the findings and the conceptual model are validated using a cross-case comparison followed by a 
discussion and contribution section. The paper ends with conclusion, limitations and highlights 
of future research opportunities.
2. Literature Review and Theoretical Model
Knowledge management is defined as ‘a capability to leverage (internal and external) knowledge 
to enable superior performance, encourage innovation and enhance customer value’ (Ashok, 
Narula, and Martinez-Noya 2016, 1008). KM practices refers to the actions of generation, 
codification, and transfer of organisations’ knowledge with the aim to improve performance and 
support decision-making (Hlupic, Pouloudi, and Rzevski 2002; Gold, Malhotra, and Segars 
2001). Huysman and de Wit (2004) cross-case analysis of knowledge sharing practices among 10 
large organisations reveals three main traps. First, management trap characterised by opportunity 
and control bias as opposed to building sharing practices as part of day-to-day work. Second, 
local learning trap characterised by operational and individual level learning as opposed to an 
organisation-wide social capital building. Third, ICT trap characterised by codification of best 
practices and focus on technology than personal networks and other forms of knowledge. 
Scholars contends knowledge need not be limited to best practices and discuss various 
dimensions such as “explicit” and “tactical” (Smith Elizabeth 2001, 314) or “professional”, 
“coordination”, “object-based”, “know-how” (Holdt Christensen 2007, 37).
KM practices in public sector can drive efficiency, improve decision-making, and 
enhance policy development, service delivery, and effectiveness (Birkinshaw and Sheehan 2002; 
Pee and Kankanhalli 2016). Hsu and Lin (2008) stressed organisational human capital is 
enriched by knowledge sharing practices that improves employees’ competencies and 
organisational efficiency. Previous studies have provided empirical evidence on the benefits of 
6
KM practices in the public sector. For example, in the Malaysian public sector, researchers point 
to the need for knowledge sharing and exchange to drive value (Kasim 2008; Dimitriades 2005). 
Research shows the importance of KM in driving better economic growth and improved equity 
in the Indian public sector  (Chawla and Joshi 2010). Abass et al. (2011)’s study on Pakistani 
public sector showed a significant interrelationship between KM practices and the complexity of 
organisational practices.
Literature discusses two imperative drivers of KM practices in the public sector: first, 
‘human capital crisis’ resulting from retirements, attritions, and privatisation calling for an urgent 
need to prevent loss of tactic knowledge and second, proliferation of information technology 
requiring strong capabilities for knowledge generation and sharing (Choi and Chandler, 2020; 
Pee and Kankanhalli 2016; Misra, Hariharan, and Khaneja 2003). Researchers have indicated the 
importance of cultural change readiness in driving effective KM practices adoption (Taylor and 
de Loë 2012; Rusly, Corner, and Sun 2012). Establishing and promoting a knowledge culture in 
the public sector is challenging given its ambiguous and conflicting goals (Boyne 2002; Julnes 
and Holzer 2001; Rainey and Bozeman 2000).
Previous studies have explored the relationship between KM practices adoption and 
organisational inertia, culture, and senior executives’ skills in separate settings (Boateng, 
Dzandu, and Tang 2016; López-Nicolás and Meroño-Cerdán 2011). However, none of these 
studies specifically investigate how organisational culture and senior executives’ leadership 
influence the relationship between organisational inertia and KM practices adoption. This study 
fills this gap by exploring the relationships between these four constructs in the UAE public 
sector context. 
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This section discusses organisational change theories to ground KM practices adoption as 
a radical change within public sector organisations. This is followed by a discussion on 
organisational inertia, transformational leadership, and organisational culture as key constructs 
used in the design of interview protocols and template analysis. 
2.1 Organisational change 
Hannan and Freeman (1984) discuss three main theories of organisational change: population 
ecology, rational adaptation, and random transformation. Van de Ven and Poole (1995, 511)’s 
literature review on organisational change outlines four ideal-type theories termed as ‘motors’: 
lifecycle, teleology, dialectics, and evolution. They argue these motors can explain most context-
specific change theories. Kuipers et al. (2014) shows institutional theory and change 
management theory as the most frequently employed theoretical framework in public sector 
change literature. Institutionalists argue change is impelled by exogenous processes and 
tenuously related to strategic efforts of its leaders conforming to random transformation 
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Change management theory on the other hand conforms with 
rational adaptation principles positing organisational change is driven by intentional actions of its 
agents (Fernandez and Rainey 2006). This study adopts a rational adaptation framework driven 
by lifecycle and teleology motors to explore KM practices adoption as change engendered by 
organisation and process innovation; organisational inertia is discussed employing population 
ecology theory. Furthermore, this study falls in the change management theoretical cluster 
postulating the intentional role of political and administrative leadership in driving change.  
The traditional public sector organisational structure is based on Weber’s bureaucracy 
model with a top-down hierarchy designed to deliver stable and accountable services 
engendering citizen trust (Hartley, Sørensen, and Torfing 2013; Kattel et al. 2014). Christensen 
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et al. (2007) discusses two cultural perspectives of public sector organisations: instrumental and 
institutional. Instrumental perspective is driven by expected future effects and leaders are 
considered as drivers of organisational culture (ibid.). On the other hand, institutional perspective 
relates to individuals acting in accordance with their past experience and judgement of fair and 
reasonable behaviour in a cultural context (ibid.). 
The instrumental perspective, based on rational adaptation, has been dominant in research 
and practice. For instance, New Public Management (NPM) reforms based on an instrumental 
perspectives advocating adoption of private sector market control mechanisms and 
implementation driven by political and administrative leadership has been with limited success 
(Torfing 2019). For example, Parker (2000)’s examination of six public sector organisations in 
Australia that implemented NPM reforms found these organisations continued to emphasise 
values of hierarchical and bureaucratic culture explicating a strong institutional character. We 
explore organisational inertia acknowledging institutional disposition of public sector 
organisations.  
2.2 Organisational inertia 
Rumelt (1995, 3) defines organisational inertia as a ‘strong persistence of existing form and 
function’ and discusses two main theoretical perspectives as ‘organisational ecology’ and 
‘evolutionary economics’. The ecological perspective follows Hannan and Freeman (1984)’s 
definition of inertia as impeding internal change relative to a faster external change. Their 
propositions stem from population ecology that postulates reliability and accountability are vital 
for organisational survival with a downside of creating inertia to change (ibid.). Leonard-Barton 
(1992) discuss core capabilities as ‘a set of differentiated skills, complementary assets, and 
routines that provide the basis for a firm’s competitive capacities and sustainable advantage’ 
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(Teece, Pisano, and Shuen, 1990:28 as cited in Leonard-Barton 1992, 121). Core capabilities are 
institutionalised and taken for granted reality resulting in inertia requiring creative destruction 
(Schumpeter 1942) to implement change and build new capabilities. Hannan and Freeman 
(1984) also argue inertia is highest for changes to core capabilities and decreasing in strength for 
more peripheral capabilities such as marketing. In the context of public sector, geographic and 
national political pressures, bias and employee frustrations are manifestations of organisational 
inertia, which leads to poor organisational performance (Choi and Chandler, 2020).
The evolutionary economics perspective has its roots in bounded rationality (Simon 
1972; Simon 1991) and status quo bias in decision-making (Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988) 
which leads to deviations from rational choice models that predict organisations will adapt 
optimally to external change for value maximization. Andrews, Boyne, and Enticott (2006)’s 
empirical study of public sector performance failures contend both adaptationist (rational 
adaptation) and selectionist (ecology) principles at play.
Clark (2005) expands on these perspectives by elaborating two distinct forms of 
organisational inertia: ‘resource rigidity’ and ‘routine rigidity’. Resource rigidity is derived from 
resource dependency theory that states resource providers1 limit internal strategic choices and 
existence of an inherent status quo bias causing friction to initiate a change. Routine rigidity 
relates to deeply entrenched processes that are ‘self-reinforcing through structural embeddedness 
and repeated use’ (Clark 2005, 742) and causes friction during implementation. 
1 In public sector organisations, resource providers are central political agencies that control budgets and 
limit strategic choices for administrative leadership.
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Public sector organisations face challenges in driving KM effectiveness due to 
organisational inertia (Taylor and Wright 2004). Resource and routine rigidity is prevalent as a 
result of bureaucracy and hierarchy, rigid policies and procedures, internal politics, and status 
quo bias (OECD 2003). Empirical studies in KM (Yew Wong 2005; Khalifa and Liu 2003) have 
largely focused on the role of technology (Huysman and Wulf 2006; Albino, Garavelli, and 
Gorgoglione 2004) and innovation and creativity (Ing-Long and Ya-Ping 2018; Ashok, Narula, 
and Martinez-Noya 2016). There is a gap in literature specifically on how organisational inertia 
impacts KM practices adoption in public sector organisations, where information technology 
plays an enabling role.
Organisational inertia compromises the firm’s agility and responsiveness, hampers 
learning from new knowledge and technology, and creates rigidity ( Bannister and Connolly, 
2020; Ashok, Narula, and Martinez-Noya 2014).  Taher, Krotov, and Silva (2015) highlight 
change within the UAE public sector is inhibited by inertia caused by a lack of organisational 
stability, bureaucracy, traditions, lack of management commitment, poor communication, fear of 
losing power, lack of technological skills, and job security.
2.3 Senior executives’ transformational leadership traits 
Burns (1978) was the first to conceptualise transformational and transactional leadership based 
on a descriptive research of political leaders. This paper focusses on transformational leadership 
exploring how public sector leaders influence their followers to ‘rise to higher levels of 
motivation and morality’ (Burns, 1978, 20) to develop a knowledge culture. Transformational 
leadership is associated with four higher level constructs: idealized influence garnering respect 
and trust; inspirational motivation garnering intrinsic motivational drivers; intellectual 
11
stimulation towards innovation and creativity; and, individualized consideration, caring for 
employees and acting as a coach (Wright and Pandey 2010; Bass et al. 2003). 
Transformation leadership in public sector is critical to lead organisational change and 
knowledge transformation (Mahoney 2000; Hansen and Pihl-Thingvad 2019; Ricard et al. 2017). 
Rosing, Frese, and Bausch (2011) concurs with transformational leadership being the most 
strongly suggested leadership type related to innovation and change. Adeinat and Abdulfatah 
(2019) argue transformation leadership skills to motivate and influence employees are critical 
success factors for KM adoption in education sector. 
Waterhouse and Lewis (2004) explicates limited success of a public sector organisation 
to change the bureaucratic culture towards an open knowledge culture resulting from the 
inability to address the needs of the employees for an inspiring vision and direction. Scholars 
contend successful change needs to be institutionalised in the corporate culture through 
communication, vision, trust, and senior management personification of the new approach (Yang 
and Maxwell, 2011; Kotter 1995). Van der Voet, Kuipers, and Groeneveld (2016) show 
transformational leadership indirectly influences employee’s affective commitment to change by 
enhancing the occurrence of change processes. 
KM adoption starts with transformational leadership fostering cultural change, promoting 
trust, investing in technology, and motivating individuals to adopt KM practices (Taylor and de 
Loë 2012; Rusly, Corner, and Sun 2012). 
2.4 Organisational culture 
Schein (2006, 17) defines organisational culture as ‘a pattern of shared basic assumptions that 
was learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, 
that has worked well enough to be considered valid.’ Schein (1992) multilevel model of culture 
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consists of core values as basic underlying assumptions that are invisible but a powerful 
determinant of individual and group behaviour. These determine how people perform their 
duties, interact with others, and embrace change. Cultural change takes time and requires 
transformational leadership and employee commitment (Schraeder, Tears, and Jordan 2005; 
Gatenby et al. 2015). Organisational culture plays a critical role in delivering a successful KM 
implementation and creating a knowledge-based organisation (Yang and Maxwell, 2020; Taylor 
and Wright 2004). However, there is limited evidence in literature on how organisational culture 
can be used to minimise the organisational inertia toward KM practices adoption in public sector 
in the Middle East.
A knowledge culture supports continuous learning cycles and forward-looking 
organisational practices that enables innovation (Ashok, Day, and Narula 2018; Gruman and 
Saks 2011). Employees are the internal source of knowledge and know-how in organisations and 
contribute to its knowledge base. Van der Voet, Kuipers, and Groeneveld (2016) concurs 
showing employee communication and participation supports change commitment. Therefore, 
employees' involvement in KM practices is critical to organisations looking to deliver value 
(Vestal 2012; Ardichvili et al. 2006). In this regard, researchers have pointed to the importance 
of fostering a culture of knowledge sharing among individuals (Henttonen, Kianto, and Ritala 
2016; Tan and Wong 2015). Competing values framework shows cultural archetypes of 
adhocracy (characterised by values of empowerment, experimentation, autonomy) are favourable 
in supporting innovation and change (Cameron and Quinn 2006).
Bansler and Havn (2003) case study of a failed knowledge management system in a large 
organisation identifies cultural barriers to adoption such as preference of personal networks for 
knowledge sharing, sharing outside of networks associated with bragging. Park, Park, and Ryu 
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(2013) shows cultural nuances in Asian countries with formal structures associated with positive 
organisational commitment, and hence motivation towards change, contradictory to findings in 
Western nations. Leading studies in KM and organisational culture have been conducted in 
Western economies leaving a gap in the understanding of the concepts in developing (especially 
Arab) countries (Pauleen, Wu, and Dexter 2007). UAE culture is mainly influenced by two 
factors: Islamic values and tribal traditions. Emirati culture ranks high on Hofstede’s power 
distance and is categorised as a collectivistic society with high uncertainty avoidance explicating 
a rigid code of conduct and rules (Insights 2020). Culture has a deep impact on the way 
individual’s process information and knowledge within organisations. 
2.5 Theoretical model
The theoretical model based on the literature review shows the expected relationship between the 
four constructs to be explored in this study (Figure 1). The study aims to understand the complex 
phenomenon of KM practices adoption in public sector context and its underlying relationships 
with organisational inertia, organisational culture, and senior executives’ leadership skills.





















This exploratory research used qualitative methods to gain a deeper understanding of the factors 
influencing KM practices adoption within public sector organisations. The research approach 
followed 7-steps suggested by Gummesson (2008) when using a case study method (Yin 2015). 
Scholarly work in KM in public sector has adopted similar in-depth case study methodology 
(Soo, Chen, and Edwards 2018; Ann Hazlett, McAdam, and Beggs 2008), especially in the 
higher education sector (Adeinat and Abdulfatah 2019; Cranfield and Taylor 2008). A single 
case organisation enabled comprehensive access to explore the phenomenon from different 
perspectives (Bryman 2016). Further, Ashworth, McDermott and Currie (2019) argue that 
qualitative research that combines rigour and richness enables significant contribution to theory, 
especially in the field of public administration. Thus, this study used multiple sources of data 
(primary and secondary) to reduce bias and improve validity and reliability of the results.
UAE’s pursuit of a knowledge-based economy diversified from its dependence on oil 
revenues provides a rare context for our research questions. UAE’s ‘Vision 2021’ expressed as 
‘United in knowledge’ reflects its belief in building its innovation capabilities through promotion 
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of KM practices (Forum 2016). In line with this vision, public sector organisations have adopted 
various KM initiatives, such as, ‘Ask an Expert’, ‘E-Judge System’, ‘and Government 
Expertise’. 
Educational sector characterised by learning-by-doing approach and limited innovation 
and experimentation has been associated with “structurally” and “normatively” unfavourable to 
knowledge sharing practices (OECD 2002). UAE’s educational sector needs to play a key role in 
achieving a knowledge-based economy through driving an ambitious ten-year vision to improve 
the quality of education and perform above the international standards (UAE’s ‘Vision 2021’). 
Standard procedures were used to approach the Ministry of Education in UAE to identify 
potential research case organisations. The selected case, set within UAE’s public sector, agreed 
to participate in the research and senior management enabled researchers’ engagement with 
potential research participants. The case organisation is responsible for education administration 
of a region. The organisation not only focusses on the latest trends in education pedagogy, 
curriculum, teachers’ skills but also assimilation of national culture and learnings from other 
nations. In addition to serving teacher and students, the organisation helps investors establish 
educational institutions in the region. The organisation’s workforce includes 700 employees, 5 
executive directors, 34 divisional senior executive managers, and 65 section managers. Thus, an 
educational sector public organisation provides an ideal context for exploring our constructs not 
only within a public sector organisation with a closed bureaucratic culture but also situated 
within a sector adopting KM practices with the objective of improving performance and 
transitioning towards an open knowledge national culture.
Purposive and snowball sampling (Denscombe 2007) were used to select interview 
participants. Out of 54 managerial executives who were contacted, 17 agreed to take part in the 
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study and participated in one-hour interview sessions. Semi-structured interviews were used to 
collect rich data about the phenomenon while ensuring completeness and structure (Daymon and 
Holloway 2011; Rubin and Rubin 2011). All the interviews were conducted in Arabic, recorded 
(with participants’ consent), and translated into English. 
The sampled participants included five executives in top management (30%), six in 
middle management (35%), and six in operation management (35%) (Table 1). Thus, two-thirds 
of the participants had management responsibilities enabling a better understanding of senior 
executive's role in driving KM adoption and reducing organisational inertia. Over 40% of the 
informants were women.
Scholars argue that case organisations should be selected where there is an opportunity to 
triangulate data from different sources and content analysis of in-depth documents add richness 
to the study (Moynihan, 2009). Thus, this study triangulated interview data with content analysis 
from multiple sources, including the UAE government and case organisation documents.
Data analysis followed a clear structure, interviews were transcribed, coded, and analysed 
using Nvivo. Documents were also analysed using Nvivo. The results showed the relationships 
between themes, incidences, and nodes (Braun and Clarke 2006). Three steps of thematic 
analysis were applied: first-order themes, second-order themes, and aggregation (King and 
Horrocks 2010) until theoretical saturation was achieved (Glaser and Strauss 1967). The findings 
were organised by themes as supported by direct quotations (Symon and Cassell 2012). Ethical 
consideration for the study included informed consent through full disclosure of the purpose of 
the study, guaranteed anonymity, interviewee safety as well as confidentiality of the case 
organisation. 
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Table 1: Interview participants’ profile
No. Participants designation Gender Position-hierarchy Public sector 
experience in years
P1 Executive Director Male Top management 13 
P2 Executive Manager Female Middle management 11
P3 Operational Manager Female Operations management 12
P4 Business Development 
Division Manager 
Female Middle management 7
P5 Strategy Division Manager Male Top management 18
P6 HR Division Manager Male Top management 9
P7 Senior Operational Manager Female Operations management 10
P8 General Services Division 
Manager
Male Top management 5
P9 School Administration 
Division Manager
Male Middle management 8
P10 Customer Services Division 
Manager
Male Middle management 6
P11 Finance Division Manager Female Top management 12
P12 Procurement and Contract 
Management Manager 
Male Middle management 9
P13 School Improvement 
Division Manager
Female Operations management 8
P14 Business Operations 
Manager
Male Operations management 7
P15 General Services Division 
Manager
Male Operations management 5
P16 Policy Planning and 
Performance Management 
Division Manager
Female Middle Management 10
P17 Labour Market Intelligence 
Division Manager
Male Operations Management 8
4. Findings
The data analysis revealed 26 codes recognising 1,385 incidents illustrating the nature of the 
relationships between organisational inertia and KM practice adoption and the role of 
organisational culture and transformation leadership in reducing inertia. These codes were 
categorised into five first-order themes (T1-T5) (Table 2). The relationship between the themes 
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are shown in Figure 2 adopting inductive reasoning to develop relationships amongst a priori 
constructs and emerging themes from the data. The following sections present the findings of the 
analysis.
4.1 KM practices adoption
The data on KM practices adoption revealed six themes (T1.1 to T1.6, Table 2). All the 
participants concurred these factors should be given priority during KM practices adoption. They 
explained the organisation should focus on sharing and utilising knowledge as a means for 
creating new knowledge; KM strategy should be considered as a road map to align with UAE 
Vision 2021. The significance of technology in facilitating knowledge access was also 
highlighted. Reflexivity and field notes revealed KM adoption positively impacts cultural values 
of innovation, empowerment, loyalty, and employee relationship. As discussed under the 
organisational culture theme, these values are key in minimising inertia. Thus, KM practices 
adoption and organisational culture were shown to form a virtuous cycle.  
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Table 2: Themes and incidents from data analysis




T1 KM Practices Adoption 17 404
  T1.1   Knowledge creation 15 73
  T1.2   Knowledge development 10 70
  T1.3   KMS and technology 15 22
  T1.4   Knowledge sharing 14 103
  T1.5   Knowledge strategy 15 50
  T1.6   Knowledge utilisation 15 86
T2 Organisational Inertia 17 166
  T2.1    Resource rigidity 14 109
    T2.1.1         Restricted knowledge access 14 58
    T2.1.2         National strategy and policy 9 24
    T2.1.3         Organisational Bureaucracy 10 27
  T2.2     Routine rigidity 12 57
    T2.2.1         National culture 9 13
    T2.2.2         Organisation Internal Policies 12 44
T3 Organisational Culture 17 296
  T3.1     Adhocracy culture 15 225
    T3.1.1         Employee empowerment 7 13
    T3.1.2         Innovation culture 15 77
    T3.1.3         Knowledge culture 15 135
  T3.2     Clan culture 14 71
    T3.2.1         Organisation loyalty 10 20
    T3.2.2         Social context and employee’s relationship 14 51
T4 Senior Executives’ Transformational Leadership 
Traits
17 301
  T4.1          Driving change 14 54
  T4.2     Encouragement 14 56
  T4.3     Involvement 15 99
  T4.4     Rewarding and motivating 10 22
  T4.5     Trust building 15 70
T5 External Factors 17 218
   T5.1     Political leadership 17 181
    T5.2     National change agenda 9 37
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Knowledge creation comes from two sources: tacit and explicit (Nonaka 1994). Knowledge 
emerges from the experiences and skills of the employees and is socially constructed through 
interactions with others (ibid.). Creating knowledge is about solving problems, learning from 
past experience, conducting research, and interacting with stakeholders. The organisation should 
focus on motivating employees to adopt KM practices to learn and develop new skills and 
capabilities. The informants identified the importance of knowledge creation in KM practice 
adoption, for example:
Knowledge is not about building systems and sorting sets of data, it's more as a 
culture of creating knowledge to develop new knowledge and utilising this new 
knowledge in solving problems and creating new knowledge
Knowledge Development (T1.2)
Organisations should be able to store, retrieve, and share its knowledge and ensure people, 
processes, and technologies are appropriately developed (Probst, Raub, and Romhardt 2000). 
The participants highlighted the role of knowledge resource development in supporting 
knowledge culture, for example:
But before we talk about knowledge management practices, is important to develop 
our knowledge resources in term of people, processes, information and knowledge 
source. When you create or acquire new knowledge, the next step is to use this 
knowledge to solve problems and deliver new services to [the] community
22
KMS and Technology (T1.3)
Most participants mentioned knowledge management systems (KMS) and technology as an 
important facilitator of KM practices in public sector (Choi and Chandler, 2020; Bannister and 
Connolly, 2020). They stated that technology provides an open channel for employees to share 
their knowledge and a social platform for knowledge creation through cross-office interactions, 
for example:
We have KMS that we use […] on a daily basis. KMS and technology play a good 
role in providing a fast knowledge response. We have this internal chat application, 
where we use it to ask each other and discuss on different daily tasks. This is really 
good and the data we have exchanged in the application is stored for future retrieving
Knowledge Sharing (T1.4)
Knowledge sharing as a determinant of organisational success is extensively discussed in 
literature (Yeh, Lai, and Ho 2006). Wang and Wang (2012) show explicit knowledge sharing has 
a significant positive effect on innovation speed and financial performance and tactic knowledge 
sharing having a significant positive effect on innovation quality and operational performance. 
The participants highlighted the importance of knowledge sharing driving KM practices adoption 
inside their organisation. A manager elaborates on the importance of knowledge sharing as:
For sure, as I have said earlier knowledge sharing [is] important to employees to 
engage and share their information, knowledge, with others, to guarantee a progress 
in the know-how, experiences, skills, and of course this will be reflected at the 
organisational level through an enhanced knowledge base and performance
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Knowledge Strategy (T1.5)
The knowledge strategy needs to address knowledge practices, knowledge source management, 
and processes used in driving performance and achieving goals (Ramalingam 2005). The 
participants in relation to a clear plan for managing the organisation’s KM practices adoption, for 
example, highlighted knowledge strategy: 
We need to develop a clear strategy or a plan to deal with the organisation’s 
knowledge... I think we need a way to control and mentor all the related issues to the 
knowledge management on both sides internally and externally
Knowledge Utilisation (T1.6)
Knowledge utilisation will enable public organisations to become efficient and support decision-
makers through a deeper understanding of external environments (Richards and Duxbury, 2015; 
Ngah and Wong 2020). The participants affirmed the necessity to fully utilise KM to enhance 
employees' capabilities and experiences. A manager elaborates this as:
I believe that our organisation utilises knowledge captured from different sources, to 
support our strategy and planning office, to take proper decisions, to develop 
strategies, and to overcome the challenges in our working field
4.2 Organisational Inertia (T2)
The inertia data revealed five sub-themes outlined by the participants as antecedents of routine 
and resource rigidity (T2.1 and T2.2, Table 2). The participants acknowledged inertia as a barrier 
to knowledge sharing, access, and utilisation, and making it harder for them to innovate. 
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Resource rigidity (T2.1)
Restricted knowledge access and organisational bureaucracy are identified as means of 
maintaining authority and ensuring resource dependency for new initiatives. National strategy 
and policy further augments resource dependency favouring initiatives promoted at the national 
level.   
Restricted Knowledge Access (T2.1.1)
Knowledge access reduces organisational inertia; higher knowledge access is associated with a 
higher KM practices adoption. The participants illustrated that public sector employees resist 
change to protect their authority. In most cases, this authority prevents other employees from 
accessing knowledge to innovate, thereby reinforcing organisational inertia. In this context, 
several participants highlighted restricted knowledge access as: 
I think, the more the organisation facilitates knowledge and data access, the more we 
will be able to lead change internally…But unfortunately, knowledge is not openly 
accessed by all the organisation employees. I think reason behind that is the 
organisational traditional mind-set that still believe that any type of information 
inside a public sector organisation should remind confidential
Another challenge is the data access, you know, we are a public organisation 
following standard operating procedures for data security reasons
National Strategy and Policy (T2.1.2)
The government’s strategy and policy dictate the direction adopted by public sector 
organisations. Government organisations are not empowered to direct resources towards changes 
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not explicitly aligned with the national strategy. This behaviour discourages innovation and leads 
to inertia as echoed by several informants: 
Usually, when you work in a public sector organisation, your strategy policies and 
regulation must be according to one adopted by your government
We will revise all of our internal strategies to contribute toward their [national] 
objectives and future goals
Organisational Bureaucracy (T2.1.3)
The public sector organisation should focus on minimising bureaucratic procedures and 
facilitating flexibility in terms of knowledge access, decision-making, and authority delegation. 
Several participants highlighted the organisation’s bureaucratic procedures as a source of inertia:  
[We have] many challenges, listen, we work in a public sector organisation, and like 
any other organisation in this sector there is centralisation in decision making and 
processes change approvals., I just can't change internal policy without permission 
from my higher management. If it happened to request a change, this may take 
months till the decision-makers meet, discuss the request and approve it or reject it
Unfortunately, we can't make the decision as manager, since we have to follow long 
processes of permission requests when we decide to share some information
Routine rigidity (T2.2)
National culture that emphasises knowledge hoarding and top-down approach is reflected in 
organisation’s internal policies causing routine rigidity.  
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National Culture (T2.2.1)
Public sector organisational culture is significantly impacted by the national culture. A national 
culture based on centralised authority harbours rigidity, knowledge hoarding, secrecy, and 
distrust within public sector and creates organisational inertia towards KM practices adoption. 
An executive highlights this as:
…our culture is based on the government national culture, and you cannot drive 
change inside a public sector organisation, because our culture represents a small part 
of the whole government culture, which by the way oblige us to align our internal 
routines and processes with it
Organisation Internal Policies (T2.2.2)
Organisational internal policies should focus on promoting a knowledge sharing culture and 
employee empowerment to enable KM practices adoption. Participants revealed internal policies 
that promoted working in isolation culture, where knowledge sharing is perceived as an extra and 
onerous task causing routine rigidity, for example: 
… it is human nature. People always trying to keep their knowledge for 
themselves…I think upgrading our internal policies at the level of knowledge access 
and building new policies to improve the use of knowledge would solve these 
problems
In our daily work, there is much paperwork that we need to deal with. Therefore, 
asking us other tasks like sharing knowledge, or attending knowledge management 
training inside or outside the organisation is perceived as an extra duty that we need 
to handle
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4.3 Organisational Culture (T3)
Organisational culture and its role in reducing the impact of organisational inertia on KM 
practices adoption were assessed. Data revealed 5 cultural sub-themes (T3.1 to T3.5, Table 2) 
categorised under adhocracy and clan cultural archetypes (Cameron and Quinn 2006). 
Organisational culture is shown to be a focal point being positively affected by transformational 
leadership, KM adoption, and external factors themes, and in turn facilitating reduction of inertia 
towards a higher KM practices adoption.    
Adhocracy Culture (T3.1)
Participants referred to public sector organisational culture in terms of central decision-making 
that hampers innovation and employee empowerment. The participants also point to how 
innovation and knowledge sharing values can help reduce organisational inertia. The values of 
empowerment, innovation, and knowledge culture are categorised under adhocracy culture 
(Cameron and Quinn 2006).
Employee Empowerment (T3.1.1)
The public sector’s organisational culture places emphasis on centralised control that impacts 
knowledge access by impeding free flow of information (Handzic and Agahari 2004). Informants 
elaborated that employee empowerment would enable the success of KM practices adoption and 
reduce organisational inertia, for example: 
KM practices and initiatives suffer from the internal authority of decision-making; 
we would love to share knowledge with everyone, inside and outside our 
organisation
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There is also an obvious impact from the UAE national strategy 2020 that aims to 
build and develop knowledge-based organisations in the public sector
All seniors at all the organisation management levels are requested to promote, 
encourage and support any individual or team initiatives that would drive value to 
our public sector services
Innovation Culture (T3.1.2)
The interviewees referred to innovation culture as a facilitator of KM practices and a driver of 
change. Bommert (2010) posits innovation culture in public sector organisations requires 
employees to have more control and accountability of their work. The participants pointed public 
sector organisations should become more flexible in terms of decision-making processes and 
encourage bottom-up innovation, for example:
We utilise our knowledge in driving the organisation innovation wheel forward, 
managers were asked on different occasions to spread the culture of innovation and 
involving their employees in driving innovation forward, by using knowledge and 
technology
Knowledge Culture (T3.1.3)
The public sector should focus on building knowledge culture and promoting KM practices as an 
integral part of the organisational culture (Raza and Awang 2020). An organisation that adopts 
knowledge culture invests in building positive employee perception and learning from past 
experiences expressed as:  
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If the organisation promoted KM as part of our internal culture, the employees' 
perception will totally change
Knowledge in [the] organisation should be like an infinite loop you where we create 
knowledge, share it, utilise it, and create new knowledge
Clan Culture (T3.2)
Participants discussed values of employee loyalty, supportive social context, and effective 
employees' relationship epitomizing a clan culture. This is perceived as reducing inertia and 
enabling change.
Organisation Loyalty (T3.2.1)
The participants highlighted promoting organisational loyalty among employees to enhance KM 
practices adoption. This was self-evident from the following quote from a strategic level 
manager:
We need to develop a culture that promotes organisation loyalty if we managed to 
promote this loyalty among the organisation employees. I'm sure that all of them will 
respond positively to any initiative that they perceive as contributing to the 
organisation’s overall mission, and not only the KM practices. Organisation loyalty 
is very important if we want to drive change
Social Context and Employees’ relationship (T3.2.2)
The interviews highlighted team members who are well connected within the organisation can 
develop and maintain the social context for effective knowledge sharing and creation. The 
following quote by one top manager is instructive: 
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People share their experiences and know-how with others if they have strong social 
ties with each other. They share because they are socially connected, and they have 
good relationships
4.4 Senior Executives’ Transformational Leadership Traits (T4)
The leadership traits of senior executives and their role in changing organisational culture, 
minimising inertia, and delivering successful KM practices adoption were ascertained. Data 
revealed five themes (T4.1 to T4.5, Table 2). All participants stated that senior executives play a 
key role in driving change by promoting KM practices and reducing organisational inertia. 
Transformation leadership traits help in positively effecting organizational culture through 
motivating and rewarding employees to share knowledge, developing a vision, ensuring 
knowledge access, and building trust.
Drive Change (T4.1)
The participants perceived senior executives have the authority and power to facilitate change 
such as enabling information access, employee empowerment, and participatory decision-
making. To endure change, senior management support and commitment is required to enable 
individuals to adjust their daily routines incorporating new knowledge and novel ways of 
working (Burke 2011). For example: 
As top management, we play an important role in driving change among our teams 




The responses revealed that most managers encourage employees to adopt KM practices by 
actively participating in knowledge sharing. This encouragement not only enables new 
knowledge creation but also allows adoption of a new knowledge culture driving KM practices 
adoption. Referring to this point, affirmed by all the interviewees, a middle manager underline:
The senior executive should encourage our organisation people to share knowledge; 
they can even measure it, by how much, and how often I have contributed to the 
organisation's knowledge base or even at the level of my team, and then factor it into 
my yearly performance evaluations
Involvement (T4.3)
Senior executives should work towards employee participation in decisions related to knowledge 
initiatives to ensure higher levels of adoption. An operations level manager elaborated:
I believe that the senior executive should work more on involving us in the decisions 
related to KM strategies and project[s]. They can ask their management team to 
develop a chain of communication between us and them, so we can contribute with 
suggestions and ideas to improve the initiative and they will be sure that the decision 
is made as a collective expression of what all parties think
Motivation (T4.4)
Motivation provides an immediate need for satisfaction (Fontana and Frey 2000). The 
interviewees stressed the role of senior executives in motivating employees to facilitate 
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generation and transfer of tacit knowledge and contributing to the organisation’s KM practices, 
for example:
I think the executives should focus on motivating their management teams and 
employees to exchange knowledge and adopting the best KM practices inside the 
organisation
Trust (T4.5)
During the interviews, the researcher found that participants referred to trust building as a key 
task of senior executives. The employees who adopted KM practices needed to build a high level 
of trust on two levels: first, with the employees working at the same level and, second, with the 
senior executives. With regards to the latter, employees build their trust based on actions than 
promises. One interviewee explained as:
I will share knowledge only with the people and the colleagues I trust, and I have 
been working with them for a long time. I will not share it with the new joiner. But in 
today's competitive job marketplace, you only keep your position because of what 
you know, not because you share your knowledge
4.5 External Factors (T5)
The results of content analysis of documents from multiple sources validate participants' 
responses and point to the poor deployment of KM practices inside the organisation at all levels. 
The public sector’s decision centrality and bureaucracy influences organisational agility for 
change. All participants echoed that public sector organisations would lag in KM practices 
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adoption unless external factors like political leadership and national change agenda help foster 
culture change and provide resources (T5, Table 2) expressed as: 
It doesn’t matter, either you are a senior manager or not, driving change inside our 
organisation will always follow the laws and the procedures of the government 
regulation framework, we can only force a change in line with these policies and 
procedures. I think, our involvement in change will always be limited to the 
government framework and strategic visions, we cannot break rules and drive 
distributive change without permission, and we are not a private sector organisation.
The problem is that in the public sector organisations it's not easy to access all the 
information that you may need due to the internal policies and regulations that are 
following the higher government instructions
Driving change will always remain in the boundaries of the public sector formal rules 
and procedures. You should ask the policy makers to drive change at the level of the 
general regulation so we can drive it forward
I believe if you really want to change a public sector organisation, you will need to 
start from the head. I mean to start from the top government hierarchy, if the national 
culture will have focused on implementing knowledge…then the change at the 
bottom of the government hierarchy will be easier
[Knowledge strategy] plan will serve of course in line of the government plans and 
aims
In addition to directly helping reduce resource and routine rigidity through national 
culture and a national strategy, external factors were also shown to positively impact 
organisational culture towards higher KM practices adoption. 
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5 Cross-case Comparisons
In order to build external validity of our model (Figure 2), we compare our key constructs with six 
case studies of KM practices adoption discussed in Jennex (2005) and summarised in Table 3. One 
case study is from the Reserve Bank of New Zealand and the other five are from large private 
sector organisations, Infosys Limited, Nestle USA, Colgate-Palmolive, Xerox, and Chevron-
Texaco. Similar to our findings, two cases (Reserve Bank of New Zealand and Infosys Limited) 
are focussed on external factors. They discuss staff attrition and loss of institutional knowledge as 
a key driver for KM practices adoption. External factors in these two cases are discussed in terms 
of macro-economic factors such as globalisation, economic reforms, and technological 
development leading to staff attrition and competitive climate. This contrasts with our findings 
where external factors (political leadership and national culture) in public sector have a direct 
impact on KM adoption and organisational culture. It can be argued effect of external factors in 
private sector (and quasi-private) are indirect and mediated through macro-economic outcomes as 
a result of political agendas of several states than a single culture or administration. Other four 
cases (Nestle USA, Colgate-Palmolive, Xerox, and Chevron-Texaco) are focussed on internal 
factors and discuss a need for process standardisation and technological infrastructure building to 
support KM sharing as key drivers.  
Inertia in private sector is discussed in three cases (Reserve Bank of New Zealand, Nestle 
USA, Chevron-Texaco) in terms of weak project management practices, e.g., stakeholder 
engagement and requirements management, resulting in employee resistance and amplified by 
status quo bias.  In contrast, in our study we observe that public sector organisational inertia is 
embedded in the bureaucracy and institutional memory of the organisation.
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Transformational leadership and organisational culture discussed in two cases (Reserve 
Bank of New Zealand and Infosys Limited) concurs with our findings and the broader KM 
literature (Boateng et al., 2016; López-Nicolás and Meroño-Cerdán, 2011). Transformational 
leadership is demonstrated through leading by example, building trust and transparency, and 
driving change. Organisational culture that supports clan and adhocracy values is discussed as 
key in successful implementation of KM practices. 
KM practices adoption themes are discussed to varying degrees in each of the case 
studies, but prior research lacks an integrated process approach developed in this paper. 
Knowledge strategy is discussed in all cases; knowledge creation and development are discussed 
in terms of explicit knowledge (Reserve Bank of New Zealand and Infosys Limited, Xerox) or as 
means of consolidating disparate data sources and tactical knowledge (Nestle USA, Colgate-
Palmolive, and Chevron-Texaco). KM Systems and Technology themes are at the forefront of 
most KM practices discussion ranging from in-house built applications (Reserve Bank of New 
Zealand, Infosys Limited, and Xerox) to implementation of enterprise resource planning 
software (Nestle USA, Colgate-Palmolive, and Chevron-Texaco). Knowledge sharing and 
utilisation is discussed in terms of monetary awards (Infosys Limited), community recognition of 
expertise (Xerox) or as a core organisational capability (Reserve Bank of New Zealand). 
Technology focussed implementations discuss benefits realisation through process efficiencies 
and cost savings (Nestle USA, Colgate-Palmolive, and Chevron-Texaco). 
The above cross-case comparison provides several insights on our analysis and results 
compared to private sector KM practices adoption. First, similar transformation leadership and 
organisational culture themes are present in most of KM practices adoption irrespective of the 
sector and industry. Second, organisational inertia resulting from bureaucracy and external 
40
factors such as political leadership and national culture are unique to public sector organisations 
and their effect needs to be carefully considered in public sector environments. Third, private 
sector KM implementations has generally taken a technologically focused approach while public 
sector, and increasingly service based industries, being knowledge intensive need to take a 
broader organisational and change management perspective as proposed by our process model 
(Figure 3).
6 Discussion and Contributions
This study explored the phenomenon of KM practices in public sector, the role of organisational 
inertia and the perceived importance of organisational culture and senior executive leadership in 
reducing this inertia. The study’s contribution is discussed in two sub-sections, theoretical and 
managerial implications. 
6.1 Theoretical Implications
The objective of this research was to explore how organisational inertia impacts KM practices 
adoption and the role of organisational culture and transformational leadership in moderating this 
relationship. The results support seminal theories discussed under literature review with 
contextual nuances from in-depth exploration of the phenomenon. Supporting Clark (2005)’s 
contention, we find that resource and routine rigidity has a negative impact on KM practices 
adoption, a radical change initiative. We find support for Schein's (1992) conception of core 
values as drivers of individual and group behaviour, as influenced significantly by UAE’s 
collectivist culture. Furthermore, our results corroborate transformation leadership traits being 
key drivers of change as hypothesised by Burns (1978) and Kotter (1995). Thus, within the 
context of UAE, we find that clan and adhocracy cultural values (Cameron and Quinn 2006) and 
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senior executive’s transformational leadership traits mediate the negative relationship of inertia 
on KM practices adoption. The cross-case comparison of this paper’s public sector organisation 
with private/quasi-private sector KM adoption implementations shows interesting findings. This 
study shows that public sector KM adoption is influenced by both internal and external factors, 
where national change agenda and  political leadership are key drivers of change.
The key theoretical contribution of this study is the conceptual model (Figure 2) showing 
the relationships between the four constructs explored in the case study. Using this conceptual 
model and cross-case comparisons (Table 3), we develop four propositions for further testing.
Corroborating the population ecology theory (Hannan and Freeman 1984), unequivocal 
voice of participants points to bureaucracy, authority bounded by the rules and procedures, and a 
national culture of uncertainty avoidance and power distance inducing resource and routine 
rigidity and inhibiting KM practices adoption. The strong institutional character of public sector 
organisations inhibiting radical change concurs with other studies in differing contexts, e.g. 
Australia (Parker 2000). The results show that organisational inertia in the form of resource and 
routine rigidity has a negative impact on KM practices adoption. Thus, our first proposition 
states:
P1. Organisational inertia in the form of resource and routine rigidity negatively impacts KM 
practices adoption in public sector organisations.
Adopting a rational adaptation theoretical framework, the results show organisational 
inertia is perceived to be countered through external and internal factors. 
Externally, developing a national policy towards KM adoption conducive of supporting a 
knowledge culture is essential. Organisational adaptation driven by an external policy goal can 
be viewed as teleological motor in play (Van de Ven and Poole 1995). Technological advances 
42
and pressures from external stakeholders and customers are pushing public sector organisations 
to adopt digital solutions to KM problems.
Internally, organisational culture with favourable social context and employee loyalty 
was found to have a positive impact on KM practices adoption by decreasing inertia. This clan 
culture highlights the Middle East context on collectivism while also providing evidence of the 
increasing influence of Western business practices with individualistic traits of autonomy and 
empowerment, associated with adhocracy culture, considered by the participants as drivers of 
change. Thus, our second proposition states:
 P2. Organisational culture based on clan and adhocracy values reduces organisational inertia 
and positively impacts KM practices adoption in public sector organisations.
The literature review suggests transformational leadership traits are key in influencing 
employee’s affective commitment to change and shaping the organisational culture (Van der 
Voet, Kuipers, and Groeneveld 2016; Fernandez and Rainey 2006; Kotter 1995). The study 
affirms transformational leadership’s role in enabling change in the public sector organisations 
supporting our proposition. Leaders drive organisational transformation by reducing inertia 
through building trust, encouraging and involving employees, and personifying change 
themselves. Thus, our third proposition states:
P3. Senior executives’ transformational leadership traits reduce organisational inertia and 
positively impacts KM practices adoption in public sector organisations.
Data analysis also revealed organisational culture as the focal point corroborating Schein 
(2006)’s core values as the drivers of visible organisational activities. Organisational culture was 
shown to mediate the effect of transformational leadership and external factors on KM practices 
adoption. Furthermore, the study uncovered a virtuous cycle between organisational culture and 
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KM practices adoption that can be viewed from the perspective of  a lifecycle motor (Van de 
Ven and Poole 1995) and comprises a key contribution of this study. Thus, our fourth 
proposition states:
P4. Organisational culture mediates the effect of transformation leadership and external factors 
on KM practices adoption in public sector organisations.
6.2 Managerial Implications
Public sector organisations are ecosystems consisting of central government, local administration 
bodies, agencies, and quasi-governmental organisations. Entities within this ecosystem 
collaborate, exchange knowledge to achieve their goal of serving citizens; thus, highlighting the 
importance of KM practices. KM practices adoption starts with policy reforms towards 
development of a knowledge culture. In consonance with the impact of external factors, we 
contend UAE being a collectivistic culture that respects authority (UAE 2020), change needs to 
be adopted at the national-governmental level that will obligate the public sector to follow suit 
and develop new policies and procedures to support a knowledge culture.
Public sector organisations should develop an entrepreneurial and open learning 
environment that encourages knowledge access and sharing between employees at all levels 
(Willem & Buelens, 2007) whilst acknowledging their contributions and loyalty as embedded 
cultural motivators. Knowledge sharing in public sector organisations, although hampered by 
inertia and rigidity, information technology plays a key role in enabling change (Yang and 
Maxwell, 2011). The study shows transformation leadership traits can help engender this 
entrepreneurial and supportive environment and should be sought after in leadership recruitment.
The virtuous cycle between organisational culture and KM practices adoption postulates 
to a self-sustaining mechanism. An initial thrust to counter organisational inertia through 
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political will, technological advances and transformational leadership leads to early wins ensuing 
a positive feedback loop towards higher adoption. This cycle is developed into a process model 
for KM practices adoption in the following section. 
6.3 Process Model for KM Practices Adoption in the Public Sector 
To ensure effective implementation of the findings by the UAE public sector, we have developed 
a guiding process model (Figure 3). The model consists of a teleology motor driven by the policy 
goal and two lifecycle motors driven by change drivers (Van de Ven and Poole 1995). The 
model requires a national policy change to ensure resources are appropriately assigned and 
leadership is empowered to facilitate change. 
45


























Change drivers Starting point Initial outcome Final outcome 
Potential Policy Change




The KM Practices Phase 
In this phase, management establishes an end-goal driven through policy change at the 
national level and focuses on KM practices processes of strategy, creation, 
development, technology, sharing, and utilisation. The management reviews existing 
practices or develops a new KM strategy in line with the organisation’s objectives. The 
strategy should address requirements for knowledge creation and ensure technology is 
available for knowledge flow to enhance sharing and utilisation (Júnior et al. 2020). 
Information technology enables public sector organisations to become effective in 
knowledge access, creation and sharing
The Change Drivers
The change drivers comprising of cultural change, technological advances and 
leadership skills are vital for KM practices adoption by reducing organisational inertia 
and driving each lifecycle phase. In cultural change, management should focus on 
promoting a new knowledge culture promoting bottom-up innovation and changing the 
mindset from hierarchy to employee empowerment. Information technology advances 
and digital innovation play a fundamental role in transforming public sector 
organisations into digital economies, which is especially true in the current Covid-19 
pandemic era (Kromidha and Córdoba-Pachón, 2017). Transformation leadership traits 
are essential for driving radical change to institutionalised culture and requires 
employee involvement, motivation, and rewards. 
The Initial Outcome Phase
In this first lifecycle phase, the organisation’s management should monitor KM strategy 
implementation and success. This can be achieved through piloting changes, measuring 
employee effective commitment, and the number of achieved KPIs. In case of negative 
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results, management needs to revisit existing policies and leadership and revise the KM 
strategy. Thus, a lifecycle approach allows for learning from both positive and negative 
feedback initiating a virtuous cycle with organisational culture change.
The Final Outcome Phase
This is the final lifecycle phase where management should start seeing performance 
improvements at both the operational and financial level. There is an obvious time lag 
between implementation of the process model and realisation of results. 
7 Conclusion
The study inductively develops a new conceptual model between KM practices 
adoption, organisational inertia, organisational culture, and senior executives’ 
leadership traits in the public sector context. The results suggest that organisational 
culture and senior executives’ transformational leadership moderate the negative 
relationship between organisational inertia and KM practices adoption. The study 
confirms a strong institutional character of public sector organisations requiring a 
central policy fostering KM practices at the national level. Furthermore, we find that 
despite UAE’s initiatives to drive change a knowledge culture, the influence of national 
culture and traditions of collectivism still dominates individuals’ values and makes the 
change process challenging. Finally, information technology plays a key role in 
enabling knowledge creation, access, adoption and sharing in public sector 
organisations.
Organisational inertia is a result of Weberian bureaucracy established with the 
objective of sustaining transparency and consistency in services. However, the growing 
demand for public sector to be fiscally lean and meet diverse stakeholders’ needs is 
challenging the bureaucracy to be agile, technologically advanced, responsive, and KM 
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practices adopters. The current Covid-19 pandemic has forced public sector 
organisations to adopt digital innovations to cater to its customers and external 
stakeholders. The study presents insights into developing a knowledge culture through 
transformational leadership to bring forth an open knowledge sharing cultural change. 
We suggest that KM practices need to be embedded in the public sector’s organisational 
culture and assigned as senior executives' responsibilities. Organisation culture was 
shown to mediate the effect of external factors and transformational leadership on KM 
practices adoption. Furthermore, the virtuous cycle between KM adoption and 
organisational culture leads to a two-stage process model for KM practices adoption.
7.1 Limitations and future research opportunities
The limitations of the study present new opportunities for future research in both 
knowledge management and public administration fields. First, the research was carried 
out in one public sector organisation operating in the UAE education sector. There is a 
need for future research in other public sector organisations and sectors within UAE (or 
Middle Eastern countries with similar culture). Second, adopting a qualitative 
methodology ensured in-depth exploration of KM adoption phenomenon within one 
organisation at the cost of generalisability of the results. Hence, future researchers need 
to consider testing the conceptual model and the four propositions in other contexts and 
geographical settings to enhance the generalisability of the results. We suggest 
quantitative and mixed-method studies to further increase external validity of the results 
and test the relationships between the constructs. Third, it is premature to assume that 
the reasons behind organisational inertia and the KM practices in the public sector are 
consistent. Not all public sector organisations are the same, employees’ perceptions are 
different, and the causes of organisational inertia could be different from one 
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organisation to another. Therefore, it is expected that other researchers will consider 
additional variables for future research considerations, including but not limited to 
institutional corruption and ethics, regulatory oversight, market dynamics, 
organisational politics etc.
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